
A History of St. George Orthodox Church, Altoona, Pennsylvania 
  

The story of the immigration and establishment and growth of St. George Orthodox Church, 
Altoona, Pennsylvania Circa 1891 – 2008 including the Syrian-Greek Orthodox 

Migration from the Ottoman Empire to the USA 
  

Michael G. Farrow, Ph.D. 
June 1, 2008 

  
Origins of Immigration 
  
The lands Syria, Lebanon and Palestine, were part of the Turkish Ottoman Empire for over 500 
years, until the end of World War I. During the time of the Ottomans, the inhabitants of Lebanon 
agitated, more and more, for some sort of autonomy to run their own affairs. As the Ottoman 
Empire weakened over its 500 year span, it finally allowed the Lebanese some autonomy in the 
late 18th century and more during the early to mid 19th century. The inhabitants, with this 
autonomy, however, were more restricted in their movement throughout the Empire, being 
confined now, to the area of the autonomy, i.e., Lebanon and portions of Syria and Palestine 
adjacent to its Northern and Southern borders, respectively. Hence, trading and other means of 
earning a livelihood became increasingly difficult. There was no religious persecution in the 
Ottoman Empire like that found in Europe during that time as long as the religious groups paid 
their taxes and obeyed the Ottoman laws. But, by the 1870s, the poverty caused by the restriction 
of movement (the inability to move elsewhere to gain employment or to sell goods) or to gain an 
education (there were no schools in Syria, Lebanon or Palestine as late as 1840 except for 
Maronite priests), coupled with the exposure the people had to Western ways and thought via the 
Protestant missionaries, led to a growing restlessness. The missionaries established the first 
schools. They opened them to all faiths and established the American Protestant College, later, 
the American University of Beirut, AUB. These Protestant missionaries established schools for 
boys and girls in Sofita and Homs, in Syria and in Kousba (a mile or so from the Village of 
Amyoun), in Lebanon and in Acre, Palestine. In all, at least 174 schools were established. (1) This 
exposure to education and the temporary work the immigrants obtained at the U.S. Centennial 
Exposition in Philadelphia in 1876, produced a desire to emigrate to the US (and elsewhere, viz., 
Brazil, Australia, Canada, and the East Coast of Africa) to make money and then go back home 
and live a much better life. Unlike other immigrants to America, they were not fleeing religious 
persecution, nor were they leaving, intending to stay in the USA. (2) 
  
What those immigrants left behind  was a quiet, relatively peaceful life of small villages in the 
Sofita area of Syria (Sofita and Mishta-Helu) and in an area of Northern Lebanon known for over 
1500 years as the Holy Valley (Qadisha Valley; Qadisha is an Aramaic word meaning “holy”) 
because of its many churches, monasteries, and hermit caves. The valley is drained by the River 
Ali, which lies at the bottom of a deep gorge, and whose origins are high in the famous cedars of 
Lebanon. The river’s outlet in the Mediterranean Sea is at the port city of Tripoli. The length of 
the valley is dotted with Christian villages, among them, in the district called the Koura, the 
village of Amyoun, the Koura county seat and adjacent to it, the village of Kousba. Amyoun 
dates from 1250 BC and was founded by the Greeks. Kousba is of more recent vintage, dating 
from 1540 AD. These villages were surrounded by over 10 square miles of olive orchards and 



ancient monasteries, some of which are carved into the sides of mountains,  
  
The immigrants left a simple village way of life where the men would get up at dawn to fetch 
kindling in the forests and the woman would begin the preparation of kibbee, the national dish 
(similar to a meatloaf) in which the soaked bulgur wheat had to be pulverized in a mortar and 
pestle. The constant pounding from the many households echoed throughout the village. 
  
When they embarked to the New World, they departed from the Port of Beirut. Some came via 
Italy, others via France or England. Prior to the establishment of Ellis Island in 1892, immigrants 
could land in any US port. A few came to Altoona via Mexico and Canada. 
  
19th Century Immigrants, 1891-1899 
  
Before 1899, the “Syrian” designation did not exist for the United States immigration authorities. 
Syrians and Lebanese were classified with Armenians, Greeks, Arabs, and Turks under “Turkey 
in Asia”. Officially, emigration to the United States never existed in the Ottoman Turkish 
Government since it was strictly prohibited. All emigrants left for “Egypt” as their destination. (2) 
  
It has also been suggested that, as the immigrants settled in New York City, and quickly 
occupied all the “peddler” sites, they sought out other cities where competition would not be so 
great. Some Syrian/Lebanese went North to Boston, or Geneva, NY, but others followed the 
Pennsylvania Railroad and went South to Philadelphia and then  followed the rail line toward 
Detroit, via Altoona, Johnstown, Greensburg, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Akron, Toledo, and Detroit. 
Along the way, seeing the prosperity of the towns they passed, they stopped and settled.                    
  
In Philadelphia, over 70 settlers from the Village of Kousba established themselves as well as 
one family from Amyoun, Barakat (Burket). These were neighboring villages from Northern 
Lebanon. Most settlers from Amyoun, however, traveled along the Pennsylvania railroad lines 
and established themselves in Altoona and Johnstown. From there, they spread further north into 
the coal mining towns, again following the spur railroad lines of the Pennsylvania railroad. Near 
Altoona, Portage, Lilly and Cresson saw these immigrants settle in their communities. 
  
In Altoona, the immigrants beheld a bustling city full of commerce and strange ways. They 
arrived at the peak of the prosperity of the Pennsylvania Railroad, whose fabrication shops were 
the largest in the world. Entire trains, from the engine to the caboose, were fabricated in these 
bustling shops which divided the entire length of the city. In addition, the large Schwarenbach 
Huber Co. silk mill, at 24th street and 9th avenue, operated in the city, employing hundreds of 
people. The downtown shopping district of Altoona had shifted from the original area around the 
foot of the 12th street footbridge at 8th Avenue and 12th Street during the 1860s-1880s, to 11th 
Avenue, between 11th Street and 17th Street. Altoona provided an excellent location to peddle 
goods and later to start a business in this area.  
  
Like other groups of immigrants, the first one from a particular Village sent word and monies 
back extolling the city in the US where he worked, and others joined him, eventually forming a 
bonding unit of like peoples who would support each other until each became independent. Over 
time, however, it became apparent to these early immigrants, that making money and trips back 
and forth to Lebanon, was not what they ultimately wanted. They changed their mind about 



going back permanently and decided to settle in the US. They began bringing over their spouses 
or marrying within their established community in the US. A few, in those early days, however, 
went outside of their community seeking marriage.  
  
Settling in Altoona at the turn of the 20th Century 
  
The earliest immigrants to Altoona were those from the villages of Amyoun and Kousba, in 
Lebanon. The year was 1891. From Amyoun came Elias G. Burket (1891) and Abdullah (Albert) 
Makdad and his wife Anna Donoway Makdad and their 5-year old child, Mary Makdad. The 
Makdads arrived in the United States with their future son-in-law, George Ioup who was from 
the adjacent village of Kousba. The family first went to Cresson where there was work. They 
went there to peddle. Ann crocheted or sewed items for sale and Albert peddled them door to 
door. Later, they were able to afford a horse and cart and went to Altoona to settle. Not liking the 
USA, Albert and Ann Makdad  eventually returned to Lebanon, about 1900, leaving their 
daughter, Mary and George Ioup. Then came George Azar, from Kousba (1896). Later in that 
decade additional immigrants arrived from Amyoun, Elias Namey (1897), and Elias Trod (1898) 
and his wife Anna and children, Nassif and Assad.  
  
Early 20th Century Immigrants 1900-1912 
  
In the first decade after turn of the century, George Makdad came from Amyoun (1906). Also, 
Mahroose (Elias) Badwey and his wife Hannah and their daughters Catherine and Elizabeth 
(before 1909), Farha Khoury (before 1909), Khalil (Charles) Dannaway (before 1909), Sassen 
Donoway (1909), Anjoul and Sharlan Mitry and their son, Michael (1912). Those from Kousba 
who came immediately after the turn of the century were Saleme Ioup (about 1910). In addition 
to these immigrants, the first immigrants from what is today Syria, arrived. These included the 
Ajay brothers, William and George, who arrived from Mushta-Helu, a village not far from 
Tartous, on the Mediterranean coast. 
  
The New Century 
  
Slowly, as the new century began, and as peddling gave way to a more prosperous life, the 
immigrants opened stores in the heart of the new, main business district of Altoona, Eleventh 
Avenue, which was replacing the old downtown of Eighth Avenue and Twelfth Street. The first 
business of the immigrants had been established before the turn of the century, that of George 
Azar, in 1896. It was a confectionary store at 11th avenue and 11th street. Among the earliest 
businesses established after the turn of the 20th century were the confectionary stores of Elias 
Burkett (also spelled Burket), Elias Trod, and Mary Makdad Azar, (a widow whose husband 
George Azar was killed about 1908, upon a return trip to Lebanon. She took over his store at 11th 
avenue and 11th street and later married Elias Namey).  
  
Elsewhere in the city, other early immigrants set up shop. The Ajay Brothers, George and 
William, opened confectionary stores in 1914-1915 at 2901 Maple Avenue and 350 7th Avenue, 
respectively.  Mahroose Badwey established a confectionary store in the Knickerbocker Building 
at 6th Avenue and Burgoon Road as did Khalil Dannaway in Tyrone and his brother Sassen 
Dannaway at Third St and First Avenue. Anjoul Matri (Matry) also established a confectionary 



store about this time. One Eastern Rite Catholic family, the Hazey’s arrived about this time and 
also established a confectionary store. 
  
In general, the immigrants did not choose to work in factories or the Pennsylvania Railroad, 
which was the largest employer in Altoona, but rather, they preferred to open their own 
businesses. There is, however, in the Polk City Directory for Altoona 1914-1915 a listing for the 
brothers, John and Isaac Makdad as each working as a “shopman” for one year before opening 
their own businesses. The earliest immigrants, after establishing their own prosperous 
businesses, offered to help later immigrants and relatives with monies, business locations, and 
living accommodations. One of these early supporters was Elias G. Burket, who, having been 
among the first to arrive, also was among the first to provide support to the later immigrants even 
until the end of the Depression. Among those who he supported was Elias Moses, an early 
immigrant to America from Mushta-Helu, Syria, about 1912, but who settled in Altoona later, in 
1936 and opened up the “Neighborhood Café” tavern in the old La Pierre Hotel at the corner of 
Union Avenue and 6th Ave. 
  
By 1919, from the reports of the Commissioner General of Immigration, it appears that 89,971 
Syrian immigrants entered the United States between 1899 and 1919.  
  
The Years 1921-1950 
  
In 1921, a large immigration occurred from Lebanon, Syria and Palestine, to the United States. 
This was due to the ending of World War I and the opening of the ports in Lebanon after the 
Turkish blockade during the war. At this time a second, larger, wave of immigrants from 
Amyoun came to Altoona. Far fewer came from Kousba and others from Bikfaya and Al-Mina in 
Lebanon and Sofita in Syria. All but one family of these later immigrants were Orthodox 
Christians from Lebanon and Syria. Despite their origin, all, however, were labeled “Turks” or, 
after World War I, “Syrians”, on their ship manifests. It was not until the independence of 
Lebanon in 1942 that the term “Lebanese” came into widespread use. In the second quarter of 
the century, one family who were Eastern Rite Catholics, arrived from Egypt, Nathan and 
Victoria Hanainy and their son, Anthony. They raised their families, married and prospered. 
There was no “Syrian” neighborhood in Altoona. Rather the immigrants tended to live and have 
their businesses throughout the city, often living above, behind or near to their business 
establishments. These families became an extension of the villages back in the “Old Country” 
where everyone knew everyone. Many, if not most, were related to each other. Intermarriage 
among these villagers became the norm in the immigrant generation. 
  
Everyday Life Between the Wars 
  
Throughout the first part of the 20th century, during the week, the milkman, the iceman, the 
vegetable man would come by, each with a horse, pulling a wagon. Cards in the window 
indicated the amount of ice needed for that day. Children would follow the iceman’s wagon and 
eagerly pick up and suck on the chips of ice that would fall when he cut the block of ice to size 
for the housewife. Later in the 1920s, trucks replaced the horses. 
  
Neighborhood stores, consisted mostly of confectionary/grocery stores. Many a child purchased 
ice cream from the confectionary stores on hot, summer days. Between 1900 and 1940, over 87 



businesses were established, mostly confectionary stores that, after the end of Prohibition in 
1933, became taverns. Businesses other than confectionary stores included dry goods, 
restaurants, restaurant equipment, sewing materials, shoe making/repair & sales, wholesale food, 
beer distribution, brick products, and grocery stores. 
  
With this prosperity came the confidence of establishing a church to minister to the religious 
needs of the Orthodox immigrants. 
  
The Orthodox Church 
  
Before the fall of the Czar of Russia during World War I, all Orthodox Christians in America 
were under the jurisdiction of the Russian Orthodox Church. A Syrian Orthodox Mission was 
established as early as 1892. In 1895, the Syrian-Greek Orthodox priests were sent throughout 
America by the Russian Orthodox Church, headquartered in New York City where the first 
parish was organized in that year. By 1906, they had so many adherents in the United States, that 
the Russian Church assigned them their own Bishop, the Right Reverend RAPHAEL 
(Hawaweeny), who was the first Orthodox bishop consecrated in North America.  
  
In Altoona, by the end of World War I, the need for a place to worship was strong so these 
pioneering immigrants at first worshipped in their homes and in store-rooms utilizing any priest 
they could acquire as he was passing through the city. These itinerant priests performed the 
standard Sunday and Feast Day church services, baptisms, marriages, and funerals for the early 
immigrants. Early certificates of marriage and baptism contained not only the signature of the 
officiating priest but also the seal of Bishop Hawaweeny who died in 1915.  
  
Early History of St. George Orthodox Church, 1917-1920s 
  
St. George church’s early history is hard to establish, there being no extant records. However, it 
is known (3) that the beginning of its formation goes back to June 24, 1917, when a small 
gathering of Orthodox men met at the home of George Makdad, 720 Chestnut Avenue. They 
formed a group of 27 members called the Saint George Syrian Orthodox Society. According to 
the 50th anniversary history of St. George, the men in that group were: Charles (Khalil) Shaheen, 
president; Salhab Halow, vice president; Nassif Trod, secretary; Elias Batrus, treasurer; George 
Makdad, financial secretary; Abraham Joseph, Simon Harb, Anthony Jacobs, Jacob Nader, Sasen 
Donoway, John Makdad, Michael Matry, Fyod Shada, George Faris, Albert Karam, William 
Ajay, Salem Aboud, Tony Abraham Saba, Elias Nader, George Ajay, Charles (Khalil) 
Dannaway, Elias Kanan, Albert Batrus, Isaac Makdad, Nicholas Kanan, Abraham Kanan, and 
Albert Kanan. (It may be that these 27 men were actually the men that were members of the 
Society in 1924 at the founding of the church, and not the original members of 1917. John 
Makdad did not arrive in the United States until 1921. Hence, he could not have been present at 
the founding of the Society in 1917).  
  
Their purpose was to meet socially until such time, as financially, they could establish a church. 
Utilizing the services of any available priest who happened to be in the area, the people met in 
the homes of the immigrants and later, in an upper room of a nut shop on 11th avenue (between 
14th and 15th Street) and across from the Federal Bakery building. In July of 1918, Archbishop 
Aftimios Ofiesh, successor to Archbishop Raphael Hawaweeny, visited Altoona and formed a 



parish of the immigrant families of Altoona officially designating St. George Syrian Orthodox 
Church as a parish of his diocese. The Church had “Syrian” in its title due to the fact that the 
church originated in Antioch, Syria (today in Turkey) and the Greek refers to the fact that in 
Lebanon and Syria, and Palestine, the adherents are called Greek Orthodox. The reason for the 
choice of “St. George” for the name is unknown. What is known, however, is that by 1924, 38 of 
51 “Syrian” churches in the United States were called “St George”. (2) 
  
In 1922, the St. Mary’s Syrian Ladies Orthodox Society of Altoona, PA., was formed and 
received a Constitution and By-laws approved with the seal of Archbishop Aftimios Ofiesh on 
August 3, 1926. The constitution called for the Society to “build the new church for the glory of 
God, and also to promote love and deeds of kindness, such as to comfort the mourner, to 
congratulate the happy and to strengthen the bonds of Christian love among the members, and to 
work in harmony with the St. George’s Syrian Orthodox Society”. Membership was set “at $1.00 
per month for each woman and 50 cents per month for each girl. All those paying over and above 
that amount shall have the same credited to them as donation”. One of the first amendments to 
this constitution called for the Society to hold its “annual holiday on the 21st day of September, 
which is the day on which Our Lady, the Mother of God, Holy Mary, ever Virgin, was born; and 
on that day the members of the church shall be invited, men and women, at which shall be held 
addresses, singing, music, etc.” The officers at that time included: President, Mary Namey; Vice 
President, Mrs. Fisher (mother of Victoria Ofiesh); Treasurer, Mrs. William Ajay, Secretary, 
Mrs. Anna Makdad, Bookeeper, Mrs. T.E. Ofiesh. Active members were listed as Mrs. O. 
Simmons, Mrs. N.E. [Nassif Elias]Trod, Mrs. Helen Koury, Mrs. L. Gaoofs; Mrs. H. [Helen] 
Azar; Mrs. George Kattouf, and Miss Louise Kattouf. (4) 
  
The Saint George Syrian Orthodox Society met, without a permanent priest, for a period of seven 
years. In November of 1924, the first permanent priest was appointed, the Rev. George Kattouf. 
He moved into a house near 7th avenue and 7th street with his wife, Zakia, and children, Angeline, 
Habib, Helen, Louis, Josephine and Mitchell. Fr. Kattouf had already established churches in 
Wilkes-Barre PA, Charleston, WV and Akron, OH prior to coming to Altooona. 
  
Services were held in Fr. Kattouf’s house as well as other houses until Fr. Kattouf acquired the 
use of the Sunday School room at St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, 8th avenue and 12th street. Each 
Sunday, Fr. Kattouf would wait until the Episcopal children finished their Sunday School 
lessons, and then he and his son, Habib, would set up the room for Orthodox worship, installing 
the portable icons and altar. (5) Four years later, in October, 1928, the congregation purchased the 
house and attached church building formerly occupied by the Christian and Missionary Alliance 
Church, at 809 Fifteen Street for the sum of $15,000. In eleven years time (1917-1928), this 
group of hardy immigrants coalesced, formed a parish, and purchased a church building.  
  
Two months after purchasing the building, December 23, 1928, a procession from Saint Luke’s 
Episcopal Church to the new church commenced the dedication ceremony officiated by 
Archbishop Aftimios Ofiesh. At the head of the procession were the flag bearers and the candle 
bearers, followed by the altar boys, the clergymen, Archbishop Aftimios, the St. George Men’s 
Society and Saint Mary’s Ladies Society and the rest of the congregation. Upon the arrival at the 
new church, a consecration of the church was held. This was followed by the celebration of an 
Hierarchical Divine Liturgy and the laying of the cornerstone. A dedication dinner followed in 



the basement of the church. In due time, the church structure was remodeled to conform to the 
Orthodox faith. (3) 
  
The cornerstone included a list (in Arabic and English) of the officers the church. When the 
papers in the cornerstone were retrieved by Vicki Kattouf, at the time of the demolition of the 
church in 1969, the paper had deteriorated and some names could not be ascertained. For the St. 
George Society: President, Nassif Elias Trod; Vice President, Elias ____; Treasurer, George 
Ajay; Secretary, Elias George Batrus; Recording Secretary, Thomas Ofiesh and, among the 
active members, A. Abraham, George Mackdad, Jamil Betar, Richard Ofiesh. The St. Mary’s 
Ladies Society listed President, Mrs. Richard Z. Ajay; Vice President, Mrs. Jacob Jacobs; 
Secretary, Mrs. ---eph Ofiesh, Treasurer, Mrs. William Ajay, Accountant, Mrs. Thomas E. 
Ofiesh, and active members Mrs. Elias Namey, Mrs. George Mackdad, Mrs. A. –leder, Mrs. 
E.M. Abraham, Mrs. Michael Abraham; Miss Mary Haddad, Mrs. Albert Ajay; Mrs. George T. 
Ajay, Mrs. George Ajay; Mrs. Nassif Elias Trod; Mrs. Elias Batrus; Mrs. Goerge Kattouf; Mrs. 
Margaret Batrus; Miss Louise Kattouf and Miss Angeline Kattouf. 
  
The remodeling of the Protestant Church included installing a wooden iconostasis, marbleized in 
white, with the prerequisite hand painted icons. An ancient icon of St. George slaying the dragon 
was placed at the entrance to the sanctuary. It was a 1912 wedding present to Fr. Kattouf, who 
was originally from Acre in Palestine and his wife, Zakia, originally from Damascus. (5) 
  
The large wall painting behind the altar, of Jesus praying in Gethsemane, was retained from the 
Christian and Missionary Alliance church and served as a focal point behind the altar throughout 
the church’s use.  
  
The 1920s were a time of growth and prosperity and with new immigrants and their children, Fr. 
Kattouf was overextended in administering to the needs of all. Other groups in the city offered 
aid and support and during the decade, two original member families of St. George departed the 
church and joined the Protestant Church while one immigrant family had departed and joined the 
Protestant Church before the formation of the St George Syrian Orthodox Society. 
  
The Depression Years 
  
In the 1930s, despite bread lines and depression, the community grew, and there were many 
baptisms and marriages. During this time, in 1934, Fr Kattouf was transferred to St. George 
Syrian Orthodox Church of Geneva, NY. His family, however, remained in Altoona where they 
operated the Eagle Confectionary store at 3rd avenue and 2nd street, and later, a confectionary store 
that was the former Goetz Grocery in the 1900 block of 16th street. Fr. Kattouf’s vacancy left a 
void for a few months until the appointment of a replacement priest. During that time, a traveling 
priest, Fr. Gabriel Burro (Barrow) arrived and baptized children of the parish (7). Then around 
1935, the Very Rev. Anton Bahah was appointed to serve St. George. Fr. Bahah was born in 
Beirut and was a teacher of Byzantine music. He came to the US about 1926. Fr. Bahah was 
ordained at St. Nicholas Cathedral in Brooklyn and served as the secretary of Archbishop 
Aftimios Ofiesh in Brooklyn until his appointment to St. Elias Church in Ottawa where he was 
the second priest to serve that parish. From there, he was appointed to St. George in 1935. After 
an illness lasting one year, he died October 8, 1936 and was buried at Fairview cemetery in 



Altoona. (6) 
 That same year, Fr. Kattouf was reassigned to St. George’s of Altoona and moved back to 
Altoona.  Fr. Kattouf was known as a great Middle Eastern gourmet cook and after church on 
Sundays, the door to his house (which could be entered from the rear of the church sanctuary) 
was wide open for any and all from the congregation who wished to meet with him. He always 
invited them to stay for Sunday Dinner. About this time, he began visits to Portage, Pennsylvania 
twice per month and conducted services for the large Lebanese community there. On Palm 
Sundays, this community would come to Altoona for service and after church, Fr. Kattouf and 
his wife would prepare a large meal of shrimp kibbee and fish (tradition Lenten fare for Palm 
Sunday) for all the Portage families and their children who had come to partake of the Palm 
Sunday procession. (5) 
  
Father Kattouf established a Sunday School which was taught by his daughters, Angeline and 
Louise. Also during this time, the first choir was formed by Habib Kattouf. The children sat in 
the front pews, on the right side and sang in Arabic, Bi shafa’at..(Through the intercessions…) 
and Ya rub bur-ham (Lord have mercy) and all the simple responses to the Divine Liturgy. (7) 
  
As the older Orthodox generations passed to their reward, Fr Kattouf realized the need for an 
Orthodox Cemetery. Arrangements were made to purchase a section of Greenwood Cemetery 
where the parishioners could purchase lots. (8) Many of the early burials were conducted at this 
site. However, due to its steep incline, other early burials were at Fairview Cemetery, at the top 
of the hill in a “Lebanese” section and at Grandview Cemetery on the northern outskirts of town. 
A recent check with Greenwood reveals no records existing of either the plot of land or those 
early burials, since the cemetery’s demise in the early 1970s. Today, volunteers maintain the 
cemetery with only a census of the tombstones available. (9) 
  
As the decade of the Great Depression closed, Fr. Kattouf encounter both sadness and joy. His 
wife of 26 years, Zakia, died (March 28, 1939) and was laid to rest at Rose Hill cemetery. That 
same year, however, he married his oldest daughter, Angeline to Elias George Ioup on June 19, 
1938. She would be the only daughter to marry. 
  
1940s 
  
World War II arrived on Pearl Harbor Day, December 7, 1941. During the war, St. George was 
active in the war effort.  Money was collected for the purchase of bonds in the Victory War Loan 
program. Although a small group, St. George collected $7,050 in bonds for the war effort (10) 
  
Forty nine of the fine young men and women of the parish, now the second generation, enlisted 
in the armed services and went off to war.  Their names were permanently painted on an Honor 
Board which was proudly displayed in the church. (The board was rescued from the demolition 
of old St. George by Thomas Kattouf) Among the 49 names listed, two were women, Dorothy 
Faris and Nellie Shamas. Two veterans from St. George did not return from the war, Alfred 
Ferris who is buried at Grandview Cemetery, and George Halow, buried at Arlington Cemetery 
in Virginia. 
  
After the war, with prosperity returned, the church grew with the offspring of the founders, 



although this era also marked the loss of  children from the founding families to the Protestant 
Church which offered services in English and large Sunday School classes. During the 1940s, 
records indicate that Fr. Kattouf performed 40 marriages, 32 at St George and 8 marriages 
elsewhere. (11) Marriage to non-church members, however, took its toll on the membership of St. 
George as the married couples either left town or migrated to other churches.  
 
With the returning Veterans and the woman who worked outside of the house, the war years 
allowed the first generation of immigrant children to experience a freedom from the attitudes and 
restrictions of their immigrant parents. They formed the Syrian-American-Lebanese (SAL) Club, 
a girls organization which became a social and entertainment outlet. The members would meet 
and sponsor events. The club was started shortly before the end of World War II and lasted until 
the formation of a chapter of SOYO, the Syrian Orthodox Youth Organization in the early 1950s. 
  
On October 1, 1944 Fr. Kattouf was elevated to the rank of Protosyngelos, a position at the time 
described as “second to the Bishop” (12) and the first priest of the Archdiocese to hold that 
honor. The rank entitled him to wear the veiled, black hat, the illusi.  
  
In 1948, with the death of one of the original immigrants, Elias Burket, three memorial crosses 
were placed on the roofline of the façade of St. George in his memory. 
  
Formation of an Adult Choir 
  
About this time, 1948-1949, an adult choir was formed. It was initially taught and directed by 
Howard “Pop” Lindaman, the choral director at Altoona High School (and later the Altoona 
School District Music Director) (7). The choir used the first Orthodox music book published in 
English in America (Gelsinger, 1939). Mr. Lindaman taught choir member, Ernestine Nassif 
who then took over the directorship of the choir.  
  
Burning of the Mortgage 
  
On the 5th day of February, 1947, the mortgage for St. George’s was paid in full with the payment 
of the final $100. A mortgage burning ceremony, with John Nassif, president of the parish 
officiating, was held shortly thereafter. Thus, 19 years after the 1928 $15,000 purchase of the 
church and parish house, the immigrants now owned their own church.  
  
The Sunday School, which had been established during the Depression, was now expanded. The 
Superintendant, George Joseph, was appointed. He served from the late 1940s until the church 
moved to its new location on 58th Street, in 1972, a period of over 25 years.  
  
During his tenure, the Sunday School was very active. In addition to several levels or grades, the 
classes all had a common period where they learned to sing hymns together; read the stories from 
the Bible; memorized the books of the Bible, the Lord’s Prayer in Arabic and English and the 
Creed; identify the icons on the iconostasis; performed in Christmas plays and other 
presentations, organized an entertainment band, and other activities. 
  
 



 
1950s 
  
During the 1950s, the Sunday School continued to grow with George Joseph as superintendant. 
Teachers during the early years of this Sunday School included George Joseph, Mary Matry, 
Helen Christodoulos, and John Batrus. 
  
In 1953, a children’s choir was directed by Helen Christodoulos. 
  
 
The St. Mary’s Ladies Society during the 1940s and 1950s sponsored Arabic movies, originating 
from Egypt and later, Lebanon, the latter of which were in Technicolor. These movies were 
shown at the old Lyric Theater on 9th Street, between 8th and 9th avenues and later, at the Rivoli 
Theater on Logan Boulevard and Burgoon Road. In addition to featuring the latest movie stars 
from Egypt and Lebanon, these musicals, comedies, and love stories had English subtitles which 
were of great help to the younger generation. During this period, St. Mary’s Syrian Orthodox 
Church in Johnstown also sponsored movies and many parishioners from St. George would 
travel to Johnstown for these features. 
  
On June 11, 1950, Abraham Brown, originally from Homestead, Pa., married Lulu Nassif, and 
settled in Altoona. He assumed direction of the choir from Ernestine and directed for about 10 
years. At that time the choir consisted of 12-15 individuals. Abraham and Lulu Brown moved 
from Altoona about 1963. A gentleman, not of the parish, directed the choir briefly and then 
Ernestine, now Ernestine McLoota, took over the directorship of the choir. (7) 
  
In 1951, Fr. Kattouf retired and went to Daytona Beach, Florida where he established St. 
Demetrios Orthodox Church. Later he settled in Phoenix, Arizona where, he became the first 
English speaking priest at St. George church in that city. In July of 1956, Fr. Kattouf died in 
Phoenix and was buried at Rose Hill Cemetery in Altoona, alongside his wife, Zakia who had 
died in 1939. 
  
In 1951, Rev. Michael Massabni, originally from Damascus, Syria, and educated in Egypt, and 
ordained to the priesthood in September of 1951, moved to Altoona to become the new priest at 
St. George. (13) He was ordained to the priesthood on May 23, 1937, in Pawtucket, Rhode Island, 
and his first pastorate was St.  Michael’s in Geneva, NY, where he served for 14 years. (13)With 
him were his wife, Mary, and their children, Fadlo, Selma, and George. Fr. Massabni introduced 
English to the priest’s part in the service although the choir had been singing in English since the 
late 1940s.  During his tenure, the church was further adorned with the addition of stained glass 
windows added in memory of departed members. Also during his tenure, the envelope system for 
offerings was introduced and the youth formed the Syrian Orthodox Youth Society (SOYO), part 
of the national church’s youth movement. Fr. Massabni started an Arabic school, first teaching 
the Arabic alphabet. After one year, however, the school folded due to lack of interest. He was 
active in promoting St. George throughout the city, especially among the area Protestant and 
Catholic clergy, and was often called upon by the Altoona City Council to offer opening or 
closing prayers at specified events. After serving St. George for 12 years, Fr. Massabni retired in 
1963 and died in 1967 at the age of 66.  He is buried at Alto Reste cemetery alongside his wife, 
Mary.  



  
1960s Decade of Transitions 
  
From 1963 until February of 1967, St. George was served by six priests, Fathers Michael Irvin 
(1963-1964), John Newcombe (1964-1965), Elias Gillette (1965- early1966), Phillip Giffin 
(1966), Ted Williams (1966),  and George Nassar (1966). On February 19, 1967, Fr. John Namie 
of Monessen, PA was ordained by His Eminence Metropolitan Philip Saliba at the Jaffa Mosque. 
During his two years in Altoona, Fr. John encouraged Byzantine chant and wrote Byzantine 
music in Western notation. He was transferred to Houston, Texas in August of 1969. For two 
months, September and October, 1969, the parish was served by the Rev. Anthony Silva.  Then 
the Very Rev. George Nasser returned for 6 months, from November 1969 to April, 1970.  
  
It was during this decade of the 1960s, that urban renewal came to Altoona. The neighborhood 
where the church stood was slated for renewal and an offer was made to purchase and demolish 
it.  
  
1970s, A New Era 
  
In 1970, Rev. Fr. Joseph Rahal, originally from Damascus, Syria, was assigned to the parish. It 
was during his tenure at St. George that the Altoona School Area Redevelopment project 
purchased the property of the church and parish house for future school use. During his tenure, 
his wife Diane bore two children, Joseph and Carolyn. The parish worshipped in the edifice at 
809 15th street until the end of April of 1972. (10) 
  
Decisions leading up to the building of a new church were many. After the purchase of the old 
St. George Church on 15th by the Altoona Redevelopment Authority, the church council began 
looking for place to worship. At this time another church building came up for sale. It was the 
Evangelical Church (built in 1929), located at the corner of 6th avenue and 11th street. The board 
discussed purchasing it with its adjacent parish house for $70,000. However, at the last moment, 
the president of the council, George Ferris, asked Charles Ofiesh to present reasons for the 
consideration of building a new church. It was determined that it would cost about $150,000 to 
refurbish the church on 6th avenue, while it would cost about $40,000 less to build a new building 
with land donated by the council president. The purchase of the old St. George yielded $47,000. 
The Parish Council voted to go with a new building on land donated by George Ferris, at 519 58th 
street. Bids were received from JC Orr and Leonard Fiore. Phase I of the church building (basic 
church and hall) cost $112,000. A loan was secured with the signatures of Mr. Ferris and Mr. 
Ofiesh. In order to pay off the loan, Sunday night bingo was initiated and faithfully overseen by 
George Batrus for nine years, until the mortgage was fully paid. At the time, the church budget 
was about $2,000 per month with the priest salary at $200/month. (14) A temporary iconostasis was 
built and painted white, and the icons from the 15th Street Church were mounted on it. This was 
accomplished in time for the first wedding held in the new church, that of Pamela Ofiesh and 
Joseph Maierhofer. Subsequently, the permanent iconostasis in the new church was built by Mr. 
Dennis Helsel, an Altoona cabinetmaker. Again, icons from the old church were initially 
mounted on it. (14) 
  
Charles Ofiesh, a member of the parish and cousin of  Archbishop Aftimios Ofiesh who had 
established the parish and George Batrus, president of the Parish Council, led the effort in 



building the church. The land for the church was a 200 x 140 foot lot, the gift of Mr. and Mrs. 
George C. Ferris. Mr. Ferris was president of the Board of Trustees for 26 years. 
Groundbreaking was held October 18, 1972 with His Eminence Metropolitan Philip Saliba, 
officiating. 
  
During the transition from leaving the old church to the occupancy of the new building, the 
parish worshipped at Ss Peter and Paul Russian Orthodox Church at 2029 13th Avenue. Sunday 
services were alternated each Sunday, with a prayer service and the Divine Liturgy. At the end of 
May, 1973, the congregation moved to the new church at 519 58th street in the Eldorado section 
of Altoona.  
  
One month after moving into the new church, Fr. Rahal was transferred in June, 1973 to St. 
George in Indianapolis, IN., and the Rev. Fr. Basil A. Lascelles, a native of Canada, was 
appointed pastor. Fr. Lascelles chose to purchase himself a house at the corner of 8th avenue and 
23rd street, and restored the home to its Victorian charm. Meanwhile, the newly purchased parish 
house, next door to the new church, at 519 58th street was utilized as Sunday School rooms for 
the expanding Sunday School. Consecration of the new edifice took place on October 20, 1974 
with His Grace, Bishop Elia Saliba officiating, representing His Eminence, Metropolitan 
Archbishop Philip Saliba.  
  
Upon the arrival of Fr. Lascelles, a second building phase was initiated that concentrated on 
embellishing the exterior to reflect a more Orthodox tradition. Fr. Lascelles was instrumental in 
its design, with the raising of the sanctuary ceiling and installation of an interior dome. The 
church was surmounted with a gold plated onion dome and the addition of a bell tower with its 
own golden onion dome. Albert Debo, a chanter, donated a bell for the belfry. Newly designed, 
large stained glass windows were added and the roofline was highlighted with a Byzantine 
arched motif in the brick. New icons were painted for the iconostasis by Timothy Loya. This 
phase of the project cost $110,000. This phase of the building program was completed in 1980. 
  
The church now began to take on a totally new look and reflected its Pan-Orthodox outlook, that 
of being home to all Orthodox Christians, regardless of nationality. At the General Parish 
meeting, July 14, 1974, upon unanimous approval, Pan Orthodox was adopted for the parish as 
part of a new Constitution given by His Eminence Archbishop PHILIP Saliba. Three months 
later, on October 20, 1974, His Grace, Bishop ELIA, along with area clergy, dedicated the new 
structure. Mr. George T. Batrus served as Chairman of the Parish Council. According to the 
parish directory, there were about 70 individuals/families belonging to the parish at this time. 
  
In 1976, the old, revered icon of St. George originally donated by Fr. George Kattouf, was 
professionally restored and placed in the new church, after having been over-painted in 1971 and 
subsequently removed from the church. 
  
Upon the departure of Fr. Lascelles in 1983, the Very Rev. Fr. Michael Buben was appointed 
pastor of St. George Church. Fr. Buben arrived with his wife Irene and children Mark and Karen, 
and lived in the newly renovated parish house next door to the new church. Fr. Buben was a 
great football fan and his son, Mark, played professional football. Fr. Buben served 6 years. 
During his tenure converts continued to be attracted to St. George and the church prospered with 



the addition of children of the Greek and Russian Orthodox immigrants who were attracted to St. 
George because of its English services and well organized Sunday School. Especially after 1980, 
many convert individuals and families joined the church.  Fr. Buben was given a retirement 
dinner, July 18, 1989 and moved to Colorado with his family where, even in retirement, he 
founded a new church, St. Elias in Arvada, Colorado. 
  
Fr. Vladimir Belcher replaced Fr. Buben in 1989. Fr. Belcher arrived in Altoona with his wife 
and children Nicholas, Christopher, and Melanie. During his service to the parish, converts 
continued to be drawn to St. George Church. Counted among these are Gregory Roeber, the 
present Deacon, and his wife Pat, and children Maria, Margarete, and Christian, from State 
College, PA. Deacon Gregory has served as Deacon and chanter and substitute choir director and 
his family have faithfully served St. George as choir members. Fr. Belcher oversaw the 
adornment of the walls of St. George with the installation of icons of Orthodox saints, with the 
female saints on the north wall and the male saints on the south wall. In 1993, upon the death of 
Elias George Ioup (Alec), his family requested that the Church Board establish an endowment 
fund for the church. The Board approved and with the donations received in memory of Alec 
Ioup, the fund was established. (By 2008, with addition memorial donations from other parish 
families, the fund had exceeded $150,000). During Fr. Belcher’s tenure, Mary Ferris, widow of 
George Ferris who donated the land where the present St. George is built, donated additional 
land behind the parking lot, for future expansion and the monies to gilt the icons on the 
iconostasis. 
  
In June, 2002 Fr. Belcher, who was the second longest serving priest for St. George Church 
(after Fr. George Kattouf), voluntarily resigned from the priesthood and still faithfully attends 
services. 
  
The New Millennium  
  
In the Spring of 2002, Fr. John Issa, arrived from serving a mission church in Lafayette, LA. 
During his brief tenure, Fr. John faithfully and daily visited the elderly and sick. He very much 
reminded the older parishioners of the “old country” priests with his fluency in Arabic and his 
old country customs. Fr. Issa retired in the Spring of 2004 and moved back to Houston to join his 
family. 
  
Fr. Michael Massouh, Director of the Antiochian Village and Fr. Michael Nasser, Director of the 
Antiochian Village Camp served as interim priests until, June of 2004. 
  
Fr. Stephen Lourie, in June, 2004, was transferred from St. John The Evangelist Orthodox 
Cathedral, Eagle River, Alaska to Altoona’s St. George Church. He and his wife, Nancy, and 
children Elisabeth, Nathaniel, Robert and Mary Margaret, purchased a parish house 2 blocks 
down 58th street at 712 58th street. There they could see the golden domes of the church from their 
windows. The existing parish house was rented. During his first four years at St. George, Fr. 
Lourie established an Orthodox outreach in the community providing aid and assistance to those 
in need. He has overseen the installation of a large, new icon to adorn the wall of the apse, above 
and behind the altar (an icon of The Theotokos and Christ called Platytera), Sunday School 
classrooms and a new rear entrance to the church, donated by the Elia Azar family and Pauline 



Stewart. The St. Mary Ladies Society also has renovated the kitchen and bathrooms. In October 
of 2007, Fr. Lourie was elevated to the rank of Archpriest and Greg Kattouf was make a sub-
deacon. In 2008 the carpet in the church was replaced and the pews reupholstered. 
  
90 Years Later – 2008 
  
Today, St. George Orthodox Church, under the leadership of Fr. Lourie with the assistance of 
Deacon Gregory Roeber and Sub-deacon Gregory Kattouf, and many altar boys, has a 
membership of 65 families. The Christian Education Program, directed by Khouriya Nancy 
Lourie, has a growing enrollment of children. The choir consists of up to 15 individuals led by 
Nadeen Nerenberg. There are several chanters led by Reader Michael (Carl) Nerenberg. The 
Parish Council in 2008 consisted of 14 members (Helen Christodoulos, Lydia Kachur, Kh. 
Nancy Lourie, Reader Michael (Carl) Nerenberg, Robert Pennington, Dn. Gregory Roeber, 
Kevin Stefanick, John Kachur, Melanie Kattouf, Linda Moyer, Nadeen Nerenberg, Ian Reese, 
Elias Rifkah, and Nicole Stefanick). SOYO, the Society of Young Orthodox, is an active group 
directed by Christian Snowberger and Michael Nerenberg while the Fellowship of St. John, an 
adult service organization, is chaired by Reader Michael (Carl) Nerenberg.  (15) 
  
Looking forward toward its centennial celebration in 2018, St. George Church is a testament to 
the faith and hard work of its original immigrant families and the succeeding efforts of its 
spiritual and dedicated present membership which today consists of 3rd and 4th generation 
immigrants, pan-Orthodox members, converts, and recent immigrants. 
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This history was compiled at the request of Fr. Stephen Lourie. In the six months of research, 
many interviews have taken place with parishioners, former parishioners, and non-parishioners. 
Many thanks are due to all of these people for the information they have provided. I am sure that 
there are many facts that may be missing; some may be in error. For these I wish to invite any 
and all to make additions/corrections for the 100th anniversary of St. George Church.                                     
  
Michael G. Farrow, Ph.D., June 1, 2008 
  
 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 
 
 


